Most practising medical scientists are now familiar with the use of computer based literature searches as a preliminary source of data in a programme of research. For most the searches will probably have been conducted by a library assistant skilled in the use of medical databases.'-4 Of late, access to data sources such as MEDLINE, either through mainframes or from CD-ROMs, has become easier, and more people are now able to conduct their own searches.2 S Whatever the method used a persistent problem has always been how to handle the large volume of data generated. If results are provided on paper they are difficult to organise systematically and often require repeated retyping and refiling in manual systems.
The inefficiency of such an approach becomes most obvious in writing papers or completing theses, when the relevant references must be painstakingly and accurately recompiled in the new manuscript, taking account of the lack of standardisation in journal requirements. Indeed compiling and formatting the bibliography of a thesis must class as one of the most soul destroying undertakings of a scientific training. Help is now at hand, however, in the form of a number of excellent packages for personal computers, which help in storing and organising references and also the automatic compilation of bibliographies formatted in appropriate styles (appendix 1).81-2 Furthermore these packages can accept data directly from mainframe and CD-ROM sources, thus enabling a seamless cycle from database search through assimilation to the referencing of a new scientific manuscript.
I describe here the components of the process and the links between them and will briefly review a selection of the packages available.
Data sources
There are many available data sources of medical reports (table). The two most widely used databases are MEDLINE and Excerpta Medica. These databases are updated by their owners each month with new medical publications and are then made available to users. Access can either be online to a mainframe host computer or through a locally held CD-ROM version of the database. 2 13 The mainframe host computer will update its database continually, and users gain direct access to the database via telephone networks and pay for time spent connected to the database. CD-ROM versions are copies of the main database made periodically (say every three months) and sold to end users, who pay a yearly subscription. Once the user (usually a library) has bought the CD-ROM it can be accessed at no further cost, via a CD-ROM drive attached to a personal computer. In both cases the database may be available from a number of different information vendors, each of whom, though supplying the same basic data, may offer it with other services and facilities. Altemative sources include the disk based version of Current Contents, which is issued weekly and is provided with its own retrieval software.
For some years the Swiss company Radio-Suisse has Whichever mechanism of searching is chosen the end result will be a list of references with or without their abstracts. In the past this usually took the form of a printout, which for big searches could run to several pages. Though useful as a list for finding references in the library, any further use of the references-for example, for inclusion in a reading list or bibliography required them to be laboriously retyped. With the advent of bibliographic databases on personal computers it is now usual for the list to be available as a file which can be transferred from the host system, whether CD-ROM or mainframe, on to the personal computer." At their simplest these files can be handled by standard word processors and can be edited or reorganised before printing. Once on the personal computer, however, the files can then be read by the bibliographic systems and the data incorporated into the owner's own local database. This not only obviates the need for retyping but also allows many other features of the bibliographic systems to be used.
Bibliographic systems
The available systems have evolved over the past decade in parallel with the increasing availability of personal computers. They have largely originated as programs developed by practising scientists or librarians and provide many facilities well adapted for academic use. Indeed, most of the available systems provide comprehensive database functions to facilitate and support scientific use of the literature (see box). These include the ability to reindex retrieved references, to sort and search selectively through them, and, in most cases, to add extensive notes for storage within the database. In addition, some systems allow indexing of reprint collections and some even automatically print reprint request cards for dispatch to the appropriate author.
Such features can be exploited for many different purposes beyond the maintenance of a personalised database of the literature. When run on local area networks many users can share the same database, allowing small research teams to maintain a common bibliographic source, which can facilitate interaction and reduce fruitless repetitive searching. Similarly, such shared access can be used to support teaching by allowing access by students to appropriately constructed databases. At the other extreme the database managers can be run on notebook sized portable personal computers and carried into libraries, where notes can be edited directly onto the database.
Bibliography generation
By far the most time saving feature of these systems, however, is their ability to generate correctly sequenced and formatted bibliographies for scientific papers.8 A draft word processed manuscript can be scanned by these systems to identify the citations it contains. These can then be retrieved from the database, formatted, and tailored as required for particular joumal or book (fig 1) . BMJ VOLUME 307 17 JULY 1993 Features of bibliographic databases for personal computers * Electronic storage of references * Annotation of references * Sorting and selection by using keywords, authors, dates, etc * Importation of references from mainframe/ CD-ROM data sources * Automatic generation of bibliographies FEATURES The method of incorporating citations into the draft manuscript entails linking the citations in the text with the references in the database. Most systems give each reference a unique identification number or code within the database (fig 2 shows examples) . This identifier is placed within the text at the relevant citation point. Once the draft manuscript is complete a program is run which reads these identifiers, extracts the references from the database, and compiles them into a bibliography. The format of the references in the latter can be automatically adjusted to that required by the journal for which the manuscript is intended (figs 3a and 3b). At the same time the identifiers in the draft manuscript are updated to the format required for the final document (fig 4) . These might be in numerical FIG 10 basic features which can be used to examine and compare the systems. The relative importance of each feature will differ depending on the intended use and the ability of the user. Novice users may prefer menu driven systems which could infuriate the experienced computer buff. Similarly for group work network compatibility might be an important and overriding factor. As a minimum packages should be capable of importing data from the main reference sources (for example, MEDLINE), they should be able to read manuscript files in the format of the user's word processor, and they should be able to produce citation marks in both numeric and author, year formats and bibliographies in styles suitable for relevant major journals, including Vancouver style.
As essential as the word processor? Does the use of these packages improve the quality of the finished manuscripts? The simple answer must be no. The fundamental requirements of good papers remain the same: solid science, clear thinking, well written prose, high quality informative illustrations, and scholarship. Indirectly, however, these systems can help. They alleviate many of the chores, allowing authors to concentrate more on content. They encourage selective and systematic use of published reports and from the editor's point of view must help in eliminating detailed errors in fornat and content of bibliographies.
Do Paperbase Deluxe is the product of several years of development of a bibliographic system designed by an active research worker. Though lacking some of the sophistication of the more expensive products it functions adequately and is well supported by the supplier. The main weakness of the review copy was the user interface, but the newly revised data editor suggests that this will soon be radically improved. As Paperbase is in a continual process of development, with upgrades available to users at nominal cost, it offers a low cost solution for individual users. Recent papers have again highlighted the consistently high use of neuroleptic agents among people with a learning disability, despite the lack of good evidence to support their role in this population for behaviour management and despite the risks of such medication. Evidence suggests, however, that prescribing habits have remained relatively unchanged; the reasons for this are poorly understood. Given the lack of understanding about the factors contributing to such drug use, and the possibility that use of neuroleptics will increase as people with learning disabilities move into the community, there seems a clear need for clinical guidelines to cover the prescribing and monitoring of neuroleptics within this group. Such guidelines should also ensure that reviews, using reliable measures of treatment efficacy, are carried out regularly.
Reference Manager
For the sake of clarity the tenn leaming disability is used throughout this paper and replaces the various other terms (for example, mental handicap, mental retardation, and developmental disability) used to describe the same client population in some of the papers mentioned.
Behavioural medication and learning disability
Several recent studies in Britain and abroad have again attested to the widespread use of psychotropic medication in people with learning disabilities.'4 It is estimated that most people with a leaming disability receive one or more drugs to control behaviour, including stimulants, anticonvulsants, antidepressants, major tranquillisers, and anxiolytics.5 Overall, those most commonly used in managing behaviour are neuroleptics. In a recent review of 168 people with leaming disabilities living in hospital, 49% were receiving neuroleptic medication. ' Standard psychopharmacology text books assert that the clearest indication for the use of neuroleptic medication is to treat psychiatric disorders, where the symptoms they aim at decreasing are causing suffering and disability for the client.6 Estimates for serious psychiatric disorders in people with leaming disabilities range from 8% to 15%.' One recent American survey of over 40 000 people with leaming disabilities living in hospital or in the community noted a prevalence for psychoses of 6-68% in people under 22 years of age and of 5-69% in people aged 22 years and over. 8 The incidence of shizophrenia alone has been estimated as 3-4% among hospital residents. ' Although there is a consensus that the prevalence of psychiatric illness in people with leaming disabilities is greater than that in the general population, the true rate is notoriously difficult to verify. This is partly because people with severe to profound disability are unlikely to be able to give adequate or reliable self reports, and partly because most studies have concentrated on hospital populations, which are by definition unrepresentative of the client group as a whole. Studies on this topic have also been criticised for using vague
